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Here at the Forsyth County Extension office, we’ve witnessed a sad parade of gardeners walking in with 
wilted, dying plant material. In many cases this year, the agent responsible for the damage was a 
herbicide. 
 
Actual plant specimens are the best way to figure out what’s happening to plants with problems. When 
homeowners or green industry professionals bring in a sample, Extension ANR personnel and Master 
Gardener help desk volunteers get busy playing detective. 
 
First, we examine the specimen for insects or signs of their activity, like chewed leaf edges. Next, we 
look for disease indicators: leaf spots, stem cankers, fungus spores, or irregular growth. Then we ask a 
lot of questions. This is the process that most often yields the answer to what’s causing plant distress. 
 
In the case of herbicide poisoning, the cause is 
sometimes apparent at a glance. Herbicide damage 
causes distorted leaf growth. New leaves are 
compressed. Lateral veins seem to pull inward toward 
the midrib. Leaves may twist or cup.  Tomatoes are very 
susceptible to herbicide damage.  In addition to leaf 
deformity, tomato plant stems may appear to split and 
erupt with root structures. 

 
Herbicide damage can happen even if you 
haven’t sprayed anything near your plants. 
On windy days, herbicides can move 
through the air as spray droplets. On hot 
days, (above 85 degrees Fahrenheit), they 
can move through air as vapor. Some can 
move through the soil and be moved by 
water. 
 
Soil-applied herbicides, such as lawn weed-
and-feed products, are taken up by roots of 
plants. Dicamba and 2,4-D are common 
post-emergent herbicides for lawn weeds. 
These chemicals are growth regulators that 
are highly mobile in the plant, affecting the 
growing points of both roots and shoots. 
Tree roots within the treated area, 



especially shallow-rooted trees like dogwoods, can absorb the herbicide and suffer damage. Both 
chemicals are water soluble and can move through soil to non-target plants. 
 
Herbicide damage can also come from organic soil additives like manure, wood chips, and composted 
lawn clippings. In many cases the pasture, lawn, and soil around trees were treated with herbicides that 
were absorbed into the plants. Pasture herbicides can pass through the digestive tracts of horses and 
cattle without breaking down. The herbicides are still present in the manure, and may not break down in 
the composting process. If your wood chips or mulch came from trees near public rights of way, such as 
power lines, railroad tracks, and highways, they may have absorbed powerful herbicides designed to kill 
all plant types. These chemicals can be carried by rain and/ or sub-surface flow to trees some distance 
from the actual treatment area.  
 
Tips to avoid herbicide damage to desirable plants: 
 

• Always follow label directions and use care when applying herbicides (and pesticides).  More is 
not better.  At least 53 weeds that were once easily controlled have become resistant to several 
families of herbicides. 

• Avoid herbicide applications on windy days and days when the temperature will reach 85 
degrees Fahrenheit or higher. 

• Educate your neighbors; chemicals can travel from their yards to yours. 
• Know where your manure and mulch came from and which herbicides were used in the area. 
• If you have doubts about the origin of a soil amendment, test it in a small area with a few plants 

– like herbicide-sensitive tomato plants – before incorporating it into your garden. 
 
For more information on using herbicides and other pesticides safely, see Pesticide Safety for the 
Homeowner or call Forsyth County Extension at 770-887-2418. 
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